Exploring strategies to alleviate caregiver burden: effects of the National Long-Term Care insurance scheme in Japan.
The ever-increasing population of older people with disabilities, including dementia, has been accompanied by a corresponding growth in the number of family caregivers, who are themselves at risk of developing mental and physical health problems. As a result, the need for practical and effective approaches for alleviating caregiver burden has become a major public health concern. One approach involves the development of public policy initiatives to allow the caregiver burden to be borne partly by society as a whole, rather than falling solely on individuals. In 2000, Japan introduced a National Long-Term Care (LTC) insurance scheme that requires adults over the age of 40 years to pay compulsory monthly premiums, with one aim of the program being to reduce caregiver burden. The present paper reviews the effects of this scheme on caregivers' and the general public's perception of caregiver burden and assesses what other measures are needed to further reduce and/or prevent burden. Drawing on recent studies, four questions are addressed: (i) have caregivers' attitudes towards caregiving changed since the implementation of the scheme; (ii) do services provided under the scheme alleviate caregiver burden; (iii) what are the general public's attitudes to and understanding of family caregiving; and (iv) what is the general public's level of understanding of dementia? Results from recent studies suggest that the LTC insurance scheme in Japan appears to be an effective measure for alleviating the burden of caregiving among current family caregivers, but larger studies are needed to determine overall effectiveness.